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resentative of a family something like a thousand
years old. He counted among the very ancient
and high nobility of western Europe. This
family of Nassau had married one of their
women to the feudal Chief of the town and
district of Orange, on the Rhone, near Avignon,
just at the time when the Reformation was
beginning to stir, that is, shortly after 1500.
The last Prince of Orange in the regular line
died childless in the years when Henry VIII
of England was agitating for his divorce, and
when the Reformation in Germany was begin-
ning to strike deep roots. He left his Lord-
ship of Orange by will to his nephew of Nassau,
and thence onwards the family of Nassau, or
rather the successive heads of the family, were
called "Princes of Orange."
As yet they were only important, ancient and
fairly wealthy nobles of that old feudal sort
who were becoming (with the Renaissance)
modern local rulers. But one of them who
came immediately after (generally called " William
the Silent") happened to fall heir to several
very large fortunes which all concentrated upon
himself. As quite a young man he was already
one of the richest men in Europe, and had
a corresponding power in the politics of the
day. This William, Count of Nassau, was born
a little before Henry VIII married Anne